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The Problem – Part I
The soul never thinks without a picture. Archimedes
This chapter tells a short story about typical situations in production companies. You
can skip this chapter at any time and go to the next chapter to directly work through
the examples. Nevertheless, the story deﬁnes the context of the step-by-step examples.
2.1 Do you Know this?




It was just another morning of a typical working day for John Doe, who was one of
the Teaching Factory’s operations managers. John took a look at today’s production
schedule. Even though one of his workers, responsible for quality inspection, was on
vacation, today’s goal for the production schedule would easily be met.
Or, so he thought. Suddenly he received an e-mail from one of his workers, saying
that hewas not able to come towork that day, due to illness, but assuring hewould come
back tomorrow. Upon reading the name of the worker who called in sick, it struck John
like a lightning bolt: it was another quality inspection worker. After closely examining
that day’s production schedule, John quickly realized that for today’s production order
the absence of his quality inspection workers would lead to a serious bottleneck in qual-
ity assurance, which would delay the order by at least one day and also lead to a lot of
semiﬁnished items being stuck at the quality inspection workbench. John was getting
nervous. If the production of today’s order would take two days instead of one, the
production schedule for the whole week was screwed. This would anger his superiors
because he knew of at least one customer deadline, that would be violated by this delay.
He anxiously looked over the production schedule to ﬁnd a solution for this situ-
ation. After examining the schedule for the next day, he realized that the solution for
this problem was relatively easy. The items to be produced the next day had a much less
complicated quality check than today’s items, and thus could be done in a shorter time.
If he just could swap the production schedule from today with the one for the next day,
all problems would be solved because the missing worker would be back – therefore no
time would be lost, and the production schedule for the week would also be met. John
took a look at the clock on his oﬃce wall. He still had one hour left to switch production
schedules.
The only thing he had to do to switch production schedules was to tell the logistics
department – whose task was to deliver the raw material for production – to deliver
the parts for tomorrow’s production schedule and not for today’s. This was essential
because the items to be produced today and tomorrow required diﬀerent components.
John immediately sent an e-mail to all managers of the logistics department to notify
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them about the situation and of his proposed solution. Because of the importance of
the matter he asked for immediate conﬁrmation.





But after 15 minutes, which felt like 15 hours, still nobody had answered his e-mail.
There were only 45 minutes left and so he decided to make a phone call. He called each
manager from the logistics department, but nobody picked up the phone.
With only 30 minutes left he ran over to the logistics department, which was in
a diﬀerent building, only to ﬁnd out that there was no manager present and also none
of the employees knew where they went.
Exhausted, angry and defeated, John walked back to his oﬃce and, from his oﬃce
window, watched the impending disaster, which he was unable to prevent, unfold. For
a moment he wondered how high the agreed penalty for the delayed delivery would be
and was angry, because he now had to take the blame for something upon which he
had absolutely no inﬂuence. It was not his fault that one of the orders was calculated so
scarcely and it also was deﬁnitely not his fault that none of the responsible persons in
the logistics department could be reached. It was always the same with those logistics
people. If you needed them, they let you down. John had to learn that from experience.
Logistics was in no means ﬂexible or reliable, he thought. And now he had to take the
blame for that. And he hates not getting a response to his mails – sometimes he had the
feeling mails were disappearing in a sort of digital black hole; they never come back.
Or, in the best case you get an answer too late (see illustration in Fig. 2.1).
Fig. 2.1 E-mails are
a very flexible and
convenient way to
communicate, but you
do not know what will
happen with them.
The drawback of this




there is no defined




2.1.2 Daily Quarrel in the Factory
Later that day, at noon, John decided to have lunch in the company’s canteen. After
clearing his head – while walking there – he took his meal from the self-service counter
and looked for a place to sit. Soon he noticed Norma RoeNorma Roe,
Logistics Manager
, one of the logistics depart-
ment’s managers, sitting alone at a table, having lunch. Now upset again, he walked over
and took a seat to have a serious talk with her.
“Seriously, Norma,” he said, trying to calm his voice. “What on earth is wrong with
you?”
Surprised, she looked up.
“I sent you an email, I called you three times and I even ran over to your depart-
ment, only to see nobody was there! We had real trouble today and I really would have
appreciated your support!”
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“Sorry, John” she answered. “Butwe had an important strategymeeting today, which
each executive in our department had to attend. I just ﬁnished that meeting to have
lunch . . . I did not even have time to check my phone or my mails.”
“But I really needed someone from your department today! It’s always the same.
Every time I need anything from your department you either say that you can’t helpme
or don’t react at all; then I am made responsible for your actions!”
“Calmdown, John. I know that our department has communication issues, but there
is no need to make me responsible for everything . . . ”
Jerry Smith, CEOThe conversation went on like this for several minutes until the CEO, Jerry – who
was having lunch at a table nearby – stood up and approached them. He sat down at
their table and said “You two really need to make peace with each other. This can’t go
on like this, with your two departments always ﬁghting over something. So tell me your
problem.”
Jerry took a napkin from the table and took out a pen from his jacket. As John and
Norma told him their problem, Jerry started to draw on the napkin. After a fewminutes
all three stared at the sketch. As many people, Jerry saw himself as a bad illustrator, but
he knew that visualization was an important tool for solving problems.
“So, I don’t want to hear anymore excuses.” Jerry said after some minutes of silence.
“Youwill need to get down to the root of the problem, which, as far as I can tell, is related
to the way you communicate, when I see my simple illustration. Listen, this year I was
in Deggendorf, a small city in the middle of nowhere in Bavaria, at a convention called
S-BPMOne . . . ”
Fig. 2.2 Jerry’s nap-
kin illustration
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2.1.3 The Solution?
Jerry spent the rest of the lunch break talking about this convention in Vienna and
about an interesting concept he had heard there: subject-oriented business process man-
agement (S-BPM). He told them about several talks and workshops where this method
was explained and discussed.
“You know, we have all had our troubles with business process management. We
deﬁne the processes, we forget them – that is the reality. And we needed a lot of time to
deﬁne them. But as you can see, without well-deﬁned and enacted processes, you are
always in trouble – ﬁreﬁghting and ﬁnger-pointing all day!”
S-BPM as a method seems to focus on the actors – the subjects – who take part in




i. e., to model and
enact business
processes.
He also explained how the
focus of S-BPM seems to be on the communication between all the actors – a pattern
he could also see when looking at the problems of John and Norma. John also found
this new methodology very interesting and listened closely, while Norma said that in
her opinion this looked just like a marketing strategy to sell something. It was easy to
promise heaven on earth by just claiming to solve all communication issues, but this
was something also a lot of other consulting companies did.
John, however, was very interested and wanted to learn more about this method.
“You know, Norma,” he said, “In the best-case scenario this could really help to solve
our problems and improve our life at work. In the worst-case scenario I just waste a few
hours of my work time.”
Jerry agreed to send John all the information he had via e-mail and the three of them
went back to work.
After John worked through some tasks for the day, he decided it was ﬁnally time
to start a project with this S-BPM thingy. He decided to informally call it “Project X”
– this sounded cool and mysterious and he could rename it if it actually started to look
promising. After having received Jerry’s e-mail he created a new folder called “Project
X” on his work PC and started to gather some information about the matter.
After researching for several hours, John began to understand that S-BPM seemed
to be more powerful than he would have thought. Because of the fact that his time
was limited and also very valuable, he decided to shorten the process. While doing his
research he found a company nearby which oﬀered to do teaching and consulting for S-
BPM. He decided to contact this company and to listen to what they had to oﬀer; as an
executive he didn’t want to spend myriads of hours on research if he could spend some
of his department’s budget to pay somebody who told him what he wanted to know.
He decided to phone the external expert and the phone call was very promising.
Instead of trying to explain the concept ofwhat they did on the phone, the expert oﬀered
to come over with a colleague to actually show him what they did. John liked the idea,
and after making an appointment with him, he also invited Norma to this event and
insisted that she at least listened to what they had to say.
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Finally, the arranged day came and John, Norma, and the two business process
management experts Bob and Al met in one of the meeting rooms. After everyone
introduced themselves Bob and Al immediately started their presentation. To John’s
amazement they didn’t start with a product presentation to sell him a product – what
he had expected –but startedwith an explanationof the concept behind subject-oriented
process management. The experts said that it made no sense to sell a solution if the cus-
tomer doesn’t understand the concept behind it enabling him to successfully use it.
2.2 What is S-BPM?
“So” said one of the experts, “let’s see, what is the central idea behind the S-BPM con-
cept?” “To work it out together: you said that you have deﬁned, i. e., documented,
business processes. Why do you think these processes do not support you in some
situations?”
Norma didn’t need to think about this question and replied immediately – with
a somewhat cynical smile on her face – “they are far too simple to be helpful if some-
thing does not work as planned. I was part of the modeling team andwhen we designed
the processes we could not include all thinkable situations and therefore we decided to
keep it simple.” She laughed and said “Somebody insisted we call it lean.”
“Yes, I understand” one expert said, “we call this the happy path. How often do you
think you execute processes according to the happy path?”
“Seldom,” Norma and John replied at the same time.
Both experts had to laugh. “Really, we hear this often,” Al replied. “But we are con-
vinced that real customer satisfaction and proﬁtability can only be gained, if business
processes are designed to handle most cases. Nevertheless, as long as people are key
elements in the processes they can handle any situation, but mostly with ﬁreﬁghting –
a predominant culture in manufacturing companies. And . . .ﬁreﬁghting is not eﬃcient,
and it does not lead to a comfortable working environment at all.”
“Another aspect of undeﬁned processes is that the company has to rely on the per-
sonal experience of the people in charge. Deﬁning some guideline for the main actors
is a sort of applied knowledge management. The mistake most process designers make
is that they try to deﬁne actions on an atomic level – this is not necessary in all cases.
Sometimes we only need to deﬁne who has to communicate what with whom.”
One of the experts, Al, went to the ﬂip chart, ﬂipped the last sheet over and started
to draw (Fig. 2.3). “Look, in principle we have to concentrate on the people in the
company.”
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Fig. 2.3 Al
starts drawing
on the flip chart
Then he drew two boxes connected by two arrows, one from left to right, one from
right to left (Fig. 2.4). “Let’s say, the boxes are the main actors, then they synchronize
their work through communication, that means exchanging messages.”








Theother expert, Bob, stood up andwent to the ﬂip chart (Fig. 2.5). “And” he started,
“This concept is evenmore general. Theboxes symbolize the subjects in the process, but
they are not necessarily people in the company. It can even be a software system or an
external subject, such as a customer or a supplier. This concept is universally applicable
– synchronize work through the exchange of messages.”
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Fig. 2.5 Bob con-
tinues to explain the
concept
“That’s ﬁne, but how do we know what a ‘subject’ has to do?” John replied with
a somewhat skeptical tone (Fig. 2.6).
Fig. 2.6 John is
sceptical
“That is the next level of detail,” Al replied. “So we deﬁne the so-called internal
behavior of the subjects. And now comes the surprise, this can be done with only three
more symbols.”
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Every subject can
be in one of three
states: wait, send,
do something.
Al started to draw on the ﬂip chart. He drew the three symbols (Fig. 2.7). “We can
describe the behavior of the subjects using one symbol for waiting for message, one
symbol for sending a message, and one for doing something. That is the main concept.
As always we can think about sugaring these symbols for ease of use, but this is not
necessary.”
Fig. 2.7 S-BPM uses






Finally, Bob stated: “Thebeneﬁt now is that behind this concept of deﬁning processes
in such a human-centric way, we also have a formal mathematical theory. That means,
we can easily model processes together with the people working in the process and the
model can be directly executed on a software platform to support the communication
and the management of documents or data.”
“Now,” Bob continued, “ﬁll your cups with coﬀee and let’s model your process.”
2.3 TheWorkshop
John started to explain the whole issue once more: “As I said before, I am one of this
company’s operations managers. My task is to fulﬁll the production schedules for the
week.”
“I am one of our logistics managers and I am responsible for ensuring the availability
of the raw materials,” Norma continued.
John went on explaining the issue: “on a normal working day, I conduct the produc-
tion schedules and try to fulﬁll them. This can only be done with the help of the logistics
department; they deliver the production material directly to our department. Usually,
this works pretty well. You know, our company is ISO-9000 certiﬁed and we have de-
ﬁned and documented processes, everything is principally well deﬁned. Problems arise
whenever situations pop up which are not deﬁned in the processes.”
“Just to give you the latest example: some time ago I had a very nice production
schedule which we would have met easily – if not for one of my workers calling in sick
2.3 ⋅ TheWorkshop
15 2
shortly before production was due to start. This caused a bottleneck at quality inspec-
tion, with the consequence that the schedule could no longer bemet. It would have been
so easy to solve this issue – I could have just swapped schedules and there wouldn’t have
been a problem. But, to do that, I would have had to notify the logistics department,
meaning Norma or one of her colleagues, to deliver the right production material in
time. We need to agree on such issues, because as the production department we are
unaware of any issues on the purchasing and logistics side that may aﬀect the decision.
It is just that I could not reach any of them – so the wrong material was delivered, the
schedule was not met, my boss was very angry with me and I was very angry with the
logistics department . . . ”
Norma went on: “And this is just one example – such situations happen far too often,
and if they happen, they cause a lot of frustration. I remember the situation John just
mentioned – we had a real quarrel over that one.”
The experts looked at each other and one of them said “Okay, that was a very inter-
esting description of your problem. I see that there are also a lot of emotions involved
here.”
The other expert then tried to clarify the situation: “So, to sum up, you seem to be
having a communication issue here, did I understand the situation correctly? If you had
been able to communicate with the logistics department in a more or less structured
way, none of that would have happened.”
“Well, yes, that’s true I guess . . . and it should be supported by technology,” John an-
swered. “So I assume, if somebody is not available, he or she can delegate certain process
activities to somebody else. That is far better than having such production problems.”
“Okay,” one of the experts said, “the ﬁrst step would be to identify the people who
are part of this process – we call them subjects, as you know.”
“Aren’t you supposed to tell us what you think the subjects are?” Norma asked. “No,”
the expert replied. “We want to work out the solution together with you. That way you
will learn more and in the end you will also be able to create the solutions on your own,
instead of always being dependent on consultants like us. We don’t know your business,
we only know the methodology.”
John, who was thinking about the expert’s question, raised his voice and said: “I
think I got it . . . I think there are two subjects interacting here: Me, as an operations
manager, and Norma, as part of the logistics department.”
As he ﬁnished talking, the other expert took out a ﬂip-chart marker, painted two
rectangles and replied: “Yes, that’s a good start.”
Fig. 2.8 Two com-
municating subjects.
Basic set of messages:
one question and one
answer
Then it was the other expert’s turn again: “And what do you think, what messages,
what communications should the two subjects exchange in case such an exceptional
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event, which is not deﬁned in the standard processes, occurs? What would you call
these messages and who sends them?”
After a short discussion, Norma and John agreed that the ﬁrst message would be a
“request for change,” which would be sent from the operations manager to a manager
of the logistics department.
They also agreed that there were several possible responses: either the logistics de-
partment would send back an approval, in which case everything was ﬁne. Another
possibility was that the logistics department would not answer at all – in which case an
alternative should exist.
“You know, like, hiring extra workforce just for the day or something like that,” John
added. If no alternative existed, one should try to reach someone in the department by
any means possible.
“I think you forgot one case,” one of the experts added after the two had ﬁnished
explaining. “What, if the logistics department declines the request for some reason?”
“You are right . . .wewould have to consider that. What do you think, Norma? Would
they just send back a declination?”
“Hmm. I think that would cause the process to become unnecessarily bloated.
Wouldn’t it be better if, in case of a declination, the logistics department would call the
respective operations manager and work out a solution?”
“Hey, yes, you are right – that is a way better idea. Of course, after the phone call or
whatever means of communication were used, the logistics department would have to





After that, one of the experts started to visualize what they were speaking about
while the other one tried to sum up: “So, there are three messages: the ‘request for
change’ message, which the operations manager sends, the ‘approval’ message from the
logistics department, and an ‘agreed upon a change’ message, also from the logistics
department.”
After that, the four looked at the ﬂip chart for a while, and found that this covered
all situations they could think of.
The two experts looked at each other and one of them said “Okay . . . I think that now,
after our discussion of the problem, we are ﬁnally ready to create a running solution.”
“What?” John asked, “Here and now?”
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“Yes,” the expert replied. We will show you what you can achieve with a product
called Metasonic Suite and how you could transform this theoretical discussion and
these ﬂip charts into a real and working solution which you could use in your produc-
tion environment.”
“I don’t know,” Norma said sceptically. “This just sounds too easy to be true!”
The experts replied: “Just wait and see . . . ”The following pictures give an impression
of the discussions in the modeling workshop.
Fig. 2.10 Al, Bob, and
John prepare to start
modeling
Fig. 2.11 John’s first
















Fig. 2.14 John finally
begins to understand
the concept and the
application
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